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County Agent’s Notes:
February 13, 2000

By: Dr. Ernie Flint

Soil moisture levels getting ciritical.
As a last resort for a way to get some rain, I have decided to do the one thing that has
normally led to a good downpour; talk about how dry it is. For well over a year now our
monthly rainfall amounts have fallen short of normal, bringing about an accumulated deficit in
the amount of water available for plant growth, keeping streams flowing, and reducing the
danger of fires.
In January 1999, we had unusually high rainfall amounting to almost six inches above
normal for the month, but in February 1999 rainfall accumulations were three inches below the
norm. A trend had begun which has persisted to this time, with several months during 1999
showing one to two inch rainfall deficits. Only the month of July and September had rainfall at
or above above the normal level. Needless to say these exceptions improved the situation very
little. With winter months upon which we depend for plentiful rain now rapidly passing without
significant change, the situation has become even more critical.
Because of excellent soil moisture going into the crop in 1999 resulting from aboveaverage rain during the winter of 1998/1999, our area was able to produce very good corn and
soybean crops. These crops were planted in the early spring and harvested in August and the
first part of September. Cotton yields were poor as a rule in the area last year, due in part to the
fact that many local farmers planted varieties with relatively poor drought tolerance. More
drought-tolerant varieties performed better, but were being grown on a relatively small part of
the acreage.
Gardeners as well experienced the effects of low rainfall, with midsummer crops
producing poor yields. Those who were able to irrigate fared better, but most people are not able
to provide enough water for the entire crop. Only those crops which are more drought tolerant
were able to produce good yields. Needless to say, there was plent of okra in 1999.
Of even greater economic importance to this area is the effect the continued dry period is
having on the forest products industry. True enough, timber harvesting conditions have been
very good since logging equipment is able to operate almost any time. Some logging crews have
reported harvesting record amounts of timber in short periods. However, the other side of the
coin is that tree growing conditions are poor. Many stands of young seedlings were damaged so
badly as to need replanting. This will essentially result in the loss of an entire year of growth for
newly planted stands.
An even greater factor in this scenario of dry weather is the danger of fire. Beginning
about this time each year, the danger of forest fires increases, with March normally being the
worst fire month of the year. Should we fail to receive rain during the remainder of February
and into March, we will need to be especially wary of any conditions which might lead to the
outbreak of wildfires.

With much of the population of this area living in rural settings, we especially need to
take precautions against the spread of fires to homes, barns and other valuable facilities. This
may be a good time to assess your situation with regard to fuel supplies around your home and
other flamable structures. In this sense, I am not referring to liquid fuels, rather I am talking
about leaves, pine straw, dead wood, and other things that might burn. With time, we tend to
neglect our surroundings, allowing trees to encroach on us, and ignoring leaves that build up in
yards and other areas surrounding our properties.
As an additional precaution, it might be a good idea to post the numbers for the Attala
County Fire Department and the Mississippi Forestry Commission near the telephone. The
phone number for the Attala County Fire Department is
, and for the Forestry
Commission Fire Line number is
.
My intention with all this has certainly not been to frighten anyone, but to bring to your
attention the possibilities that exist. I am a firm believer that an ounce of prevention is worth at
least a pound of cure. Since I have asserted the fact that the weather is dry, hopefully we will get
a good rain by the time you read this and you can think about how ridiculous it was to even
mention drought.

